The use of biological laboratory markers in the diagnosis of alcohol misuse: an evidence-based approach.
A large number of patients seen in clinical practice have an underlying alcohol problem. There is a pressing need for accurate methods to diagnose alcohol over-consumption objectively. Our aim was to determine how best to use biological markers to objectify alcohol problems in patients with clinical suspicion of alcohol misuse. A 6-month longitudinal multicenter trial was conducted, using four study groups (alcohol abusers, alcohol-dependents, healthy controls and consulting controls). CDT, GGT and MCV were measured. Statistical analyses used a computer learning system that created classification systems displayed in decision trees. In 379 subjects the marker that best discriminated those with alcohol problems from controls was CDT. GGT then helped to differentiate between alcohol abuse and alcohol dependence in cases of high CDT. MCV, age and gender provided no extra information. We recommend CDT as a first-line biological marker to confirm or disprove suspected alcohol misuse. High CDT plus GGT above normal points to alcohol dependence, while high CDT plus GGT below normal is evidence of alcohol abuse.